ACUPUNCTURE1





Acupuncture has been used in China for
at least 4,000 years and according to some
authorities was said to have been devised
about twenty..six centuries B.C. Its use in
Britain dated hack to the early years of the
nineteenth century and indeed it was a sub..
ject which appeared on the pages of the first
volume of the Lancet in 1823. It has also
been used in France and elsewhere in Europe
for about the same period of time in the
treatment of diseases and of pain. In spite of
such a long history it has never gained wide..
spread acceptance in the West, a fact which
in itself probably indicates that acupunctuT.e
has only limited application to modern medI·
cine. Recent interest in the West in acu-
puncture stems from its use as a method of
providing analgesia for surgical operatio"ns,
a technique which was introduced to ChIna
in 1958.
Acupuncture is only one part of Chinese
Traditional Medicine which also includes the
burning of moxa, massage, physiotherapy,
breathing therapy and herbal medicine in
addition to the less frequently used sun
therapy and hydrotherapy" As well as the
standard form of acupuncture, other methods
are employed such as water acupuncture (in..
jection of herbal medicines into acupun~ture
sites) and thread acupuncture (small pIeces
of cutgut are threaded subcutaneously in
acupuncture points and left in situ).
In evaluating acupuncture it is important
to examine its background in China. Acu-
puncture is part of Chinese culture and it is
something in which the majority of people
believe.. At the time of Liberation in 1949, the
country was beset with major health problems
and there was a deficiency of medical re-
sources as well as abject poverty. There were
estimated to be 10,000 Western..type modern
physicians and over 500,000 traditional
Chinese doctors. In order to provide sufficient
doctors to meet the health needs of the
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country, the traditional doctors were mobilised
and their services used. They became a
valuable source of manpower and Chinese
Traditional Medicine and Western Medicine
have been blended together, although in most
of the Medical Colleges the main emphasis is
on Western Medicine" It is part of official
doctrine to "make the past serve the present"
and "to explore the treasure house of Chinese
Medicine".
Acupuncture has been used in the treatme~t
of diseases including deafness and paralytIc
disorders, in the alleviation of pain and to
produce analgesia for surgical operations.
Treatment of Diseases
It has been claimed that acupuncture is
successful in the treatment of a wide variety
of medical conditions.
The reports are all anecdotal and t~ere is
absolutely no scientifically acceptable eVlden~e
to substantiate such clauns. Acupuncture III
China is rarely used alone in the treatment of
disease; herbal medicines and other drugs are
usually administered in addition. At the
Chung Shan Medical Col~ege, Canto~, it ~as
claimed that symptomatIc and radIologIcal
improvement had occurred in 93%. of 215
patients with peptic ulcer treated wIth acu-
puncture. However, all the patients were ad-
mitted to hospital for six weeks and treatment
included dietary restriction and drugs as well
as acupuncture.
Acupuncture has been reported ~o he. of
value in the treatment of deafness In ChIna
since about 1968. At the Deaf Mute schools in
Peking and Canton, emphasis is not placed ?n
early diagnosis as it is in Western countrIes
and treatment does not commence before the
age of nine" Clinical assessment of patients
before treatment is frequently incomplete and
apparently no attempt is made to determine
the precise cause of deafness, and whether
it is conduction or sensori..neural in type.
Standard pure tone audiograms as well as
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cruder tests of hearing are performed before
commencing treatment and at intervals after-
wards. Daily acupunctute treatment is given
in courses, which consist of insertion of
needles in points around the ear, in the oc..
cipital region, and in the limbs.
~ Acupuncture therapy is always combined
wIth speech and language therapy instruction
by enthusiastic and dedicated teachers. In one
school, improvement was claimed in 80% of
~hil~Ten and some audiograms confirming
Improvement were seen, although in others
deterioration occurred after initial improve..
ment. Other patients had not improved at all.
Since in China acupuncture therapy is closely
integrated with other forms of treatment and
nowhere have controlled clinical trials been
conducted, its value in the treatment of deaf-
ness has not yet been established.
Acupuncture is employed in China in the
treatment of psychiatric disorders, but there
is no evidence that it is of any value in
the treatment of schizophrenia. Patients are
not treated by acupuncture alone, but by
acupuncture together with either Chinese
herbal medicine or neuroleptic drugs, such as
chlorpromazine, trifluoperazine, haloperidol
and pericycazine, all of which are given in
dosages sufficient to bring about improvement
in a similar group of Australian patients.
There is some evidence from Hong Kong
that acupuncture may be useful in the allevi-
ation of opiate withdrawal symptoms; a trial
of the technique in this situation and in the
management of alcohol withdrawal state may
be worthy of consideration in Australia.
Treatment of Pain
Acupuncture has been widely used in the
treatment of pain, but since no controlled
clinical trials have been conducted the reports
of the efficacy of acupuncture in the allevi-
ation of pain must he considered to be un-
proven. However, it is possible, and it is also
feasible on fundamental neurological grounds,
that acupuncture may have some role in the
treatment of certain patients with such con·
ditions as headache, sciatica and low back
pain, and trigeminal neuralgia hut final evalu-
ation of its role can only be made with well
designed controlled clinical trials. It appears
to be of no value in the treatment of the in-
tractable pain of malignancy or of chronically
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painful conditions of lang..standing such as
post herpetic neuralgia.
.4cupuncture Analgesia jor Surgical
Operations
Acupuncture has received wide publicity
recently because of its use for analgesia
during operative procedures, a technique
introduced in China in 1953. There is no
doubt that acupuncture produces analgesia,
hut a number of background factors must he
taken into account when evaluating its use in
surgery. Acupuncture is part of the cultural
background of China and is therefore accepted
by the people. Regional analgesia has been
and still is widely used; general anaesthesia
is employed in only about ten per cent of
operations. There is still a great shortage
of trained anaesthetists in the country, par-
ticularly in the rural areas where 80% of the
population lives. There has been a definite
policy to integrate Chinese Traditional Medi-
cine and Western Medicine and as a conse-
quence acupuncturists have been incorporated
into the surgical teants thus helping to relieve
the manpower shortage and enabling anaes-
thetic services to be delivered to many areas
which were previously deprived.
Although these factors favour the use of
acupuncture in China - and it has been used
for over half a million operations-at present
only about twenty per cent of all operations
are performed with this technique. Patients
who choose acupuncture analgesia are sub-
mitted to a selection process and those who
are apprehensive or otherwise unsuitable are
rejected. Acupuncture is not used if the sur-
geon is inexperienced or unskilful. In the
early days of the technique it was used in a
wide variety of operations but lately its use
is confined to surgery of the head (including
neurosurgery) , neck, and thorax and in simple
abdominal operations and uncomplicated
dental extractions.
The chief advantages of acupuncture anal-
gesia for surgical procedures are that it
is economical, relatively simple to apply,
requires minimal equipment and drug sup-
plementation and can he practised by para-
medical personneL There is no doubt that
in China it is fulfilling a real need in the
provision of an anaesthetic service, but it
should he noted that supervision by trained
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anaesthetists is still necessary since drug
supplementation is often needed and the
general condition of the patient requires
expert monitoring.
However, there are very marked disadvan..
tages that must restrict its use in Australia.
The induction period is long (20 minutes),
there is often lack of analgesia and because
the patient retains full sensations of touch,
pressure and traction, mental preparedness
and co..operation of the patient are always
required. In addition, coughing, straining or
vomiting during certain steps of an operation
could render continuation under acupuncture
hazardous.
Similarly, in dental surgery, its use is ex..
tremely limited. It is not employed for
conservative dentistry in China and only
would appear to have a possible place in
uncomplicated dental extractions performed
by an experienced operator.
Although acupuncture is rarely used in
China in the postoperative period, or in
childbirth by vaginal delivery, these are two
areas where present methods of pain relief in
Western countries leave something to be de..
sired. If, by well conducted clinical trials,
acupuncture can be demonstrated to provide
sufficiently reliable analgesia in these circum·
stances, it may be used as another form of
analgesia.
Treatment of Paraplegia and Other
Paralytic Disorders
Acupuncture is employed in China in the
treatment of paralytic disorders such as trau..
matic paraplegia, spastic paraparesis due to
demyelinating disease, poliomyelitis, and hemi..
plegia resulting from cerebrovascular disease.
In all cases, in addition to acupuncture treat..
ment, patients are given physical therapy and
considerable personal attention. The improve.
ment which occurs seems to be no greater than
may he expected with the use of orthodox
measures of physiotherapy and rehabilitation,
and there is no definite evidence that acu..
puncture influences recovery. In evaluating
reports of the treatment of paraplegia and
poliomyelitis in China, particular attention
should he paid to the criteria of success. For
instance, in the Peking Chinese Traditional
Medicine Hospital, where over 360 cases of
traumatic paraplegia had been treated with
acupuncture and physical therapy, a 94%
success rate is claimed. However, any patient
who can walk with assistance and has some
degree of sphincter control is classified as a
success regardless of the presence of any other
residual neurological disability. Similar cri..
teria are adopted for judging the success of
treatment of poliomyelitis at other hospitals.
It must he concluded that acupuncture has
not been demonstrated to be of any value in
the treatment of paralytic conditions.
Neurophysiological Mechanism of
Acupuncture
Research work carried out in China and
conducted principally at the Institute of
Physiology, Shanghai, under the direction of
Professor H-T Chang now indicates that there
is a firm neurophysiological basis for the
mechanism of acupuncture. Acupuncture at
appropriate points has been demonstrated to
elevate the pain threshold in animals and in
man. Since acupuncture is ineffective when
applied to the lower limbs in paraplegic
patients, to the affected side of hemiplegic
patients or to areas innervated by injured
nerves, it follows that the nervous system
must clearly be involved in the mechanism.
Moreover, the effects of acupuncture can be
abolished by injection of local anaesthetics
into the acupuncture site. Nerve endings in
deep subcutaneous tissues are stimulated by
the acupuncture needle and initiate impulses
mainly in Group II afferent fibres of the
peripheral nervous system. The neural path-
way in the spinal cord is in the anterolateral
columns, and the afferent impulses inhibit
nerve cells in the reticular formation and in
the nucleus centralis lateralis and nucleus
parafascicularis of the thalamus which are
components of the central pain pathway.
Psychological factors may play a role, since
anxious, agitated or emotionally disturbed
patients are unsuitable subjects for acupunc..
ture analgesia. There may he some relation..
ship between the hypnotisability of a subject
and his response to acupuncture for pain
relief hut certainly a hypnotic trance state
is not a pre-requisite for the production of
analgesia. It also seems likely that acupunc-
ture, like many other stimuli, activates auto·
nomic reflexes at a bulbo-spinal level in a
nonspecific manner causing alterations in
blood pressure, blood flow and microcircu-
lation.
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